
American Indian English learner students have unique educational needs; for some students, their Native 
language is their first language. Other American Indian English learners may speak English as a first language 
but have not acquired standard academic English proficiency, or they may use a modified English influenced  
by their Native language.1 

Helping English learner students, including American Indian English learner students, achieve English language 
proficiency is critical to their long-term academic success. Students who are not classified as English proficient 
within six years in U.S. schools are at risk for becoming long-term English learner students.2 

The study found that American Indian English learner students who were reclassified as 
English proficient within five years of kindergarten were more likely to meet grade-level 
standards in English language arts and math in grades 3 and 4 than were American Indian 
English learner students who were not reclassified as English proficient. 

Only 18 percent of American Indian students identified as English learner students in kindergarten were 
reclassified as English proficient within five years. 

American Indian English learner students who attended a school4 with a bilingual multicultural education 
program for at least four years were reclassified as English proficient and met grade-level standards on the New 
Mexico state assessments in English language arts and math at higher rates (19 percent) than did students who 
never attended a school with a bilingual multicultural education program (12 percent). 

How can administrators create systemic supports to help American Indian English learner 
students achieve English language proficiency? 

Explore the root causes of low English proficiency among American Indian English learners and identify 
strategies to help support and address those needs. 

• A better understanding of the root causes of barriers to English proficiency may help inform school- or 
district-level strategies to increase the percentage of American Indian English learner students who are 
reclassified by grade 3.5
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The Regional Educational Laboratory Southwest’s English Learners Research Partnership with the New Mexico 
Public Education Department and other Native American education stakeholders conducted a study to better 
understand American Indian English learner students’ progress toward English language proficiency.3 Read about 
our study, English Language Development Among American Indian English Learner Students in New Mexico, here. 
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Focus on ensuring your teachers possess the appropriate knowledge and skills needed to support American 
Indian English learner students. 

• General education teachers may need additional training or professional development to develop the
skills and expertise needed to bridge the gap between students’ home nonstandard varieties of English
to academic English.1,6  The specific knowledge and skills needed include becoming fluent in standard
English, including all four literacy domains: Speaking, Listening, Reading, and Writing.

Provide opportunities for American Indian English learner students to engage in culturally relevant curricula 
and instruction. Numerous studies have linked improved student outcomes with curricula and instruction 
relevant to American Indian English learner students, but few American Indian English learner students have 
opportunities to engage in culturally relevant curricula and instruction.6, 7, 8 

• Consider collecting data to improve bilingual multicultural education programing and learn what strategies
work best for your students; observe instructional practices, and interview teachers and students.

American Indian English learner students 
reclassified as English proficient within 
five years of kindergarten had higher final 
English proficiency scores in two domains— 
Speaking and Reading—than did students 
who were not reclassified. 

American Indian English learner students 
who were reclassified within five years and 
those students who were not reclassified 
often did not reach proficiency in writing. 

American Indian English learner students in the 2013/14 and 2014/15 
kindergarten cohorts who were classified as English proficient had higher 

final English proficiency scores on the reading and speaking domains.

Key findings to inform educators 

See our REL Southwest evidence review to learn more about 
promising culturally responsive practices to support American 
Indian English learner students. 

To support teachers in improving American Indian English learner students’ reading, speaking, and writing skills, 
district and school leaders in New Mexico should consider using the Promising Practices to Support English Learner 
Students resource and its accompanying User Guide, developed by the New Mexico Public Education Department 
in collaboration with Regional Educational Laboratory Southwest. 

*Denotes a difference of .25 standard deviations or greater between American Indian English learner 
students who were reclassified and those who were not, which is considered a meaningful difference.
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Prioritize instruction in speaking and reading and provide American Indian English learner students with 
additional supports to help improve their reading, speaking, and writing skills. 

Using a culturally responsive approach to implementing these strategies has the potential to further improve 
American Indian English learner students’ writing skills.8,9 

How can teachers provide American Indian English learner students with additional supports 
to help improve their reading, speaking, and writing skills? 

The What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide Teaching Academic Content and Literacy to English Learners in 
Elementary and Middle School recommends 

• providing students with a set of academic vocabulary words intensively across several days using a 
variety of instructional activities, 

• integrating oral and written English language instruction into content-area teaching, 

• providing structured opportunities for students to develop written language skills, and 

• providing small-group instructional interventions to students needing additional support in the 
areas of literacy and English language.7 

Visit this REL Southwest infographic to learn about Culturally 
Responsive Practices to Support American Indian English Learners’ Success 
and learn about our training series designed to support teachers in 
implementing culturally responsive practices that may help American 
Indian English learners understand academic language. 
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